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organization, while admitting that the members of village communes should be allowed to establish themselves as individual farmers if they wished. The Witte-sponsored law of March 12, 1903, however, terminated in most provinces the joint responsibility of the village commune for state obligations, thus substantially weakening the hold of the commune over its members.3 Another Witte-sponsored law {'August 11, 1904) removed corporal punishment from the list of penalties inflicted by the township (volost) courts. On March 30, 1905, the special conference was suddenly dissolved and its work was taken over by a committee presided over by Goremykin; the latter body accomplished nothing, and was abolished after Witte became head of the government in October, 1905.
The revolutionary storm of 1905-1906 broke at last the dam of secular prejudice and bureaucratic inertia. Although the imperial manifesto of November 37 19057 merely pledged the government to relieve the distress of the peasantry "without doing injury to the other landowners," a ukase of the same date cut by half all redemption payments due in 1906 and abolished them as of January lr 1907, except for the arrears on the 1906 installments. The total redemption debt written off exceeded 1,100 million rubles.
This long-overdue measure and the vague promises of the November manifesto fell short of the expectations of a restless public opinion and of the peasants themselves. By 1905, as related elsewhere in this volume, the expropriation of the property of large owners and the transfer of all, or most, of their land to the toilers of the soil had won the support not only of the revolutionaries but also of many liberals. Even some of the more clear-sighted conservatives among the landed nobility reluctantly came to believe that at least a partial expropriation of large estates was necessary to stem the revolutionary tide. Kutier, head of the department of agriculture in Witte's administration, prepared a bill for the expropriation, subject to indemnification, of the holdings of large landowners; but his proposals were rejected by the other ministers and by the tsar, and this led to Kutler's forced resignation. The conflict over the agrarian question persisted, however, and was among the main causes of the dissolution of the first and the second Duinas and of the revision of the franchise in 1907.
The land policy of the government in 1906-1914, while shunning expropriation* was nevertheless bold and even revolutionary in its
* Joing respossMity was finally abolished by a okase of Oct. 5, 1906.